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3 Results and discussion 
































































































































































































































































3.2 Accountants and carbon accounting 
Lovell	and	MacKenzie	(2011)	characterise	the	period	from	the	late	1990s	to	2005	as	one	of	‘reluctant	
engagement’	 of	 accountants	with	 climate	 change.	During	 this	 period,	 detailed	 technical	 debate	on	
financial	carbon	accounting	took	place	largely	behind	closed	doors	and	without	drawing	links	to	the	
wider	 issue	 of	 responding	 effectively	 to	 climate	 change.	 For	 example,	 in	 November	 2003	 the	
Emerging	Issues	Task	Force	(which	advises	FASB,	the	US-based	Financial	Accounting	Standards	Board)	
met	to	discuss	 Issue	no.	03-14,	Participants’	Accounting	for	Emissions	Allowances	under	a	“Cap	and	
Trade”	Program,	and	considered	 it	 relatively	non-contentious,	 removing	 it	 from	the	agenda	after	a	




At	 the	 same	 time,	 a	 number	 of	 accountancy	 professional	 bodies	 were	 working	 to	 raise	 their	
members’	 awareness	 of	 climate	 change	 and	 other	 sustainability	 accounting	 issues	more	 generally.	
ICAEW’s	2004	report	Sustainability:	The	role	of	accountants	 included	an	entire	chapter	on	tradable	
permits,	 with	 sections	 on	 recognition,	measurement	 and	 reporting	 (both	 in	 physical	 and	 financial	
terms),	concluding	that:		
	
“At	present,	very	 few	professional	accountants	are	 familiar	with	 the	 [these]	schemes…	and	
there	 is	a	challenging	opportunity	 for	the	profession	to	contribute	to	the	development	and	
implementation	 of	 policy	 at	 all	 levels,	 as	well	 as	 standards	 for	 accounting	 and	 reporting…	






















to	 re-frame	 the	 issue	 (i.e.	 “policy	 innovation,”	 in	 the	 language	 of	 epistemic	 communities),	 but	
without	managing	to	achieve	the	next	step	of	“policy	diffusion”	(Adler	and	Haas,	1992).		
	
Since	 2005,	 however,	 the	 pace	 of	 policy	 diffusion	 activities	 such	 as	 the	 publication	 of	 reports,	
development	 of	 standards	 and	 growth	 in	 disclosure	 initiatives	 has	 quickened,	 in	 what	 Lovell	 and	
MacKenzie	term	the	‘strategic	engagement’	phase.	A	key	factor	in	this	transition	was	the	controversy	
generated	 by	 the	 publication	 by	 the	 International	 Accounting	 Standards	 Board	 (IASB)	 of	 IFRIC	
Interpretation	3:	Emission	Rights	 (IFRIC-3)	 in	 late	2004,	which	elevated	 financial	 carbon	accounting	
from	a	technical	 issue	discussed	in	meetings	of	accounting	standards	bodies	to	a	very	real	 issue	for	
thousands	 of	 practicing	 accountants	 in	 European	 companies,	with	 significant	 financial	 implications	
(for	a	full	explanation,	including	how	IFRIC-3	was	withdrawn	six	months	later,	see	Cook	(2009)).	This	
in	 turn	drew	the	attention	of	 the	 ‘Big	Four’	accountancy	 firms,	which	published	 reports	promoting	
their	 advisory	 competence	 in	 this	 area	 (Deloitte,	 2007;	 KPMG,	 2008;	 PricewaterhouseCoopers	 and	
IETA,	2007).	Although	these	firms	had	been	involved	in	carbon	management	consultancy	services	for	
some	time	(see	for	example	PricewaterhouseCoopers,	2007),	the	IFRIC-3	controversy	brought	carbon	
to	 the	attention	of	more	mainstream	 financial	accountants	within	 these	 firms.	This	was	 in	keeping	





Increasingly	 since	 2005,	 there	 is	 evidence	 of	 accountants	 discursively	 representing	 themselves	 as	






to	demonstrate	action,	businesses	will	need	to	 involve	accountants.	 In	 the	 future,	 it	will	be	
the	 role	of	accountants	 to	 represent	carbon-related	actions	 in	 financial	accounting	terms	 in	
the	annual	reporting	process.”	(ACCA,	2009:	8,	emphasis	added).	
	
Here	 we	 can	 discern	 three	 devices	 at	 work:	 first,	 a	 broad	 rhetorical	 assertion	 of	 relevance	
(“businesses	will	need	to	 involve	accountants”);	second,	a	re-statement	of	the	problem	in	terms	of	
an	existing	area	of	relatively	uncontested	expertise	(financial	accounting	and	annual	reporting);	and	
third,	a	 re-affirmation	of	competence	 in	 the	 redefined	arena	 (“it	will	be	 the	 role	of	accountants	 to	
represent	 carbon-related	 actions”).	 More	 generally,	 in	 this	 way	 the	 problem	 of	 climate	 change	 is	
framed	 primarily	 as	 a	 corporate	 one,	 with	 accountants	 as	 central	 in	 providing	 both	 strategic	 and	







“Management	 accountants	 have	 a	 key	 role	 to	 play	 in	 driving	 sustainable	 strategic	 and	
operational	decisions...	Failure	for	management	accountants	to	get	involved	now,	when	key	
decisions	 are	 being	 taken	 in	 areas	 like	 carbon	 trading	 and	 compliance	 with	 new	 climate	




allure.	 It	 emphasises	 uncertainty	 and	 complexity,	 and	 promises	 a	 resolution	 of	 these	 difficulties	
through	the	application	of	core	accountancy	skills.	There	are	certainly	echoes	here	of	the	application	
of	 that	 characteristic	 “set	 of	 common	 practices	 associated	 with	 a	 set	 of	 problems	 to	 which	 their	
professional	competence	is	directed”	of	an	epistemic	community	(Haas,	1992b:	3).		
	
We	 turn	 now	 to	 a	 specific	 case	 study	 that	 illustrates	 the	 interactions	 between	 a	 community	 of	
accountancy	 professionals	 and	 a	 group	 of	 NGOs	 with	 a	 common	 interest	 in	 social/environmental	




3.3 Climate Disclosure Standards Board (CDSB) case study 
The	 CDSB	 was	 formed	 at	 the	 World	 Economic	 Forum	 in	 2007	 by	 a	 group	 of	 influential	 non-
governmental	organisations:	the	Carbon	Disclosure	Project,	Ceres,	World	Resources	Institute,	World	
Economic	 Forum	 Global	 Greenhouse	 Gas	 Register,	 California	 Climate	 Action	 Registry,	 The	 Climate	
Group	and	the	International	Emissions	Trading	Association	(World	Economic	Forum,	2007).		
	
It	 is	 worth	 examining	 these	 stakeholders	 in	 further	 detail.	 The	 Carbon	 Disclosure	 Project	 (CDP),	
which	 acts	 as	 Secretariat	 to	 the	 CDSB,	 is	 one	 of	 the	 great	 success	 stories	 of	 social/environmental	
carbon	 accounting.	 Founded	 in	 2000	 by	 Paul	 Dickinson,	 an	 actuary	 and	 entrepreneur,	 and	 Tessa	
Tennant,	 a	 pioneering	 green	 investment	 fund	 manager,	 the	 CDP	 is	 essentially	 an	 environmental	
pressure	group	that	seeks	to	influence	corporate	behaviour	by	requesting	disclosure	of	carbon	(and,	
more	 recently)	water	management	 accounting	 information,	 on	 the	 assumption	 that	measurement	
will	 lead	 to	 better	 management.	 It	 exerts	 influence	 by	 building	 and	 then	 acting	 on	 behalf	 of	 a	
coalition	of	 investors,	 starting	with	a	group	of	35	 investors	 representing	US$4.5	 trillion	 in	assets	 in	
2002,	which	had	grown	to	534	investors	representing	US$64	trillion	in	2010	(Innovest	Strategic	Value	
Advisors,	2002;	PricewaterhouseCoopers,	2010).	 In	 recent	years,	 the	CDP	has	also	allied	 itself	with	
major	purchasing	organisations	such	as	Walmart,	thus	exerting	supply	chain	pressure	in	addition	to	
investor	pressure.	Ceres	is	a	similar	US-based	counterpart,	founded	in	1989	and	one	of	the	founders	
(in	 1997)	 of	 the	 Global	 Reporting	 Initiative	 (GRI),	 now	 the	 de	 facto	 standard	 for	 sustainability	
reporting.	 Ceres	 had	 previously	 collaborated	with	 CDP,	 GRI,	 and	 other	 organisations	 to	 produce	 a	
Global	 Framework	 for	 Climate	 Risk	 Disclosure:	 A	 statement	 of	 investor	 expectations	 for	
comprehensive	corporate	disclosure	(Ceres,	2006).	The	World	Resources	Institute	describes	itself	as	a	
“global	environmental	think	tank”	and	is	one	of	the	two	founders	of	the	GHG	Protocol,	now	the	de	






Development	 (WBCSD,	 the	other	 founder	of	 the	GHG	Protocol),	 the	Pew	Centre	 for	Global	Climate	
Change	 (another	 influential	 environmental	 think	 tank),	 the	 World	 Wildlife	 Fund	 and	 –	 making	 a	






state	 of	 California.	 The	 Climate	 Group	 is	 another	 very	 influential	 coalition-based	 environmental	
pressure	group,	founded	in	2004,	and	in	turn	a	founder	(with	IETA,	the	World	Economic	Forum	and,	
shortly	 afterwards,	WBCSD)	 of	 the	 Voluntary	 (now	 Verified)	 Carbon	 Standard,	 currently	 the	 most	
popular	project-level	carbon	accounting	standard	in	the	voluntary	carbon	offset	market	(Hamilton	et	




share	 values	 or	 principled	 beliefs	 (which	 perhaps	 we	 can	 best	 characterise	 as	 business-savvy	
environmentalism);	causal	beliefs	(for	example,	investor	pressure	for	disclosure	→	measurement	→	
better	 management	 of	 environmental	 issues);	 shared	 notions	 of	 validity	 (for	 example,	 mutual	
recognition	 of	 standards)	 and	 a	 common	 policy	 enterprise,	 seen	 not	 least	 in	 their	 support	 for	
development	 of	 standards	 and	 promulgation	 of	 these	 into	 government	 policy.	 To	 take	 just	 one	




So	 what	 was	 this	 epistemic	 community	 aiming	 to	 achieve	 with	 the	 founding	 of	 the	 CDSB?	 The	
founding	press	release	states	an	aim	“to	establish	a	generally	accepted	framework	for	climate	risk-





The	 members	 of	 this	 social/environmental	 carbon	 disclosure	 community	 are	 not,	 in	 general,	
accountancy	 professionals.	 Yet	 they	 share	 a	 common	 financially	 informed,	 business-savvy	
background,	 and	 clearly	 from	 the	 outset	 saw	 the	 involvement	 of	 accountancy	 professionals	 as	
instrumental	 in	 creating	 a	 corporate	 carbon	 accounting	 framework	 that	 would	 be	 global	 and	
mainstream	 in	 nature.	 According	 to	 the	CDSB	 Secretariat,	 close	 engagement	with	 accountants	 has	
been	an	“absolutely	deliberate	strategy”.13	
	
This	 is	 reflected	 in	 how	 the	 CDSB	 has	 presented	 itself	 and	 its	 mission.	 It	 is	 no	 coincidence	 that	
“generally	 accepted”	 in	 the	 press	 release	 quoted	 above	 echoes	 Generally	 Accepted	 Accounting	
Principles	or	GAAP.	Likewise,	the	CDSB’s	main	output	to	date	has	been	its	Climate	Change	Reporting	
Framework,	 published	 in	 September	 2010,	 which	 has	 been	 set	 out	 in	 a	 format	 similar	 to	 other	
financial	reporting	frameworks	(Climate	Disclosure	Standards	Board,	2010).	Its	early	draft	circulated	
for	 comments	 by	 the	 CDSB	 in	May	 2009	was	 termed	 an	 ‘Exposure	 Draft’,	 again	 echoing	 standard	

















““Climate	 change	 and	 the	 implications	 on	 business	 process	 and	 disclosure	 are	 finally	
becoming	 the	 topic	 of	 discussion	 that	 they	 deserve	 to	 be.	 Ernst	 &	 Young	 and	
PricewaterhouseCooopers	are	enthusiastic	and	supportive	participants	in	this	dialogue,”	said	





an	 Advisory	 Committee	 and	 a	 Technical	 Working	 Group.	 While	 the	 Board	 (which	 represents	 the	
seven	 original	 founding	 partners)	 and	 Advisory	 Committee	 can	 be	 characterised	 as	 being	 largely	
drawn	from	the	social/environmental	carbon	disclosure	epistemic	community	(with	representatives	
from	 business,	 legal	 firms,	 other	 investor	 pressure	 groups,	 and	 hybrid	 governmental-business	
organisations	 such	as	 the	Carbon	Trust	 and	UNEP	Finance	 Initiative),	 the	Technical	Working	Group	
comprises	mostly	accountants	 (at	 least	14	out	of	 the	21	core	TWG	members),	 including	 individuals	
from	 all	 the	 ‘Big	 Four’	 accountancy	 firms	 and	 five	 accountancy	 professional	 bodies	 (all	 ostensibly	
acting	 in	a	personal,	 rather	 than	 representative,	 capacity).	 Significantly,	 it	 is	 the	Technical	Working	








established	 its	 own	 body	 of	 professionals,	 there’s	 a	 rather	 fragmented	 approach	 within	
organisations.	 	 Does	 it	 belong	 to	 the	 procurement	 department,	 the	 premises	 department,	
CSR	[Corporate	Social	Responsibility]?	You	know,	it	doesn’t	belong	anywhere.”14	
	
As	discussed	 in	 section	3.1	above,	physical	 carbon	 footprinting	 for	organisations	was	until	 recently	
mainly	dominated	by	relatively	small,	specialised	consultancies,	lacking	almost	any	common	sense	of	
professional	 identity	with	which	 they	might	 counter	 an	 extension	 of	 claims	 of	 competence	 by	 the	
accountancy	profession	in	this	area.15	As	the	number	of	firms	reporting	to	CDP	has	grown,	from	235	
in	 2002	 to	 3050	 in	 2010,	 providing	 services	 in	 this	 area	 has	 undoubtedly	 become	 increasingly	
financially	 attractive	 (carbon	 measurement,	 management	 and	 reduction	 was	 identified	 as	 the	
number	one	opportunity	area	for	UK	consultants	in	a	recent	survey	(ENDS,	2010)	and	in	2011	the	UK	
Department	 for	 Environment	 Food	 and	 Rural	 Affairs	 (2011)	 consulted	 on	 the	 possibility	 of	making	


































of	 physical	 greenhouse	 gas	 emissions	 and	 strategic	 analysis	 of	 climate	 change	 risks,	 opportunities	
and	governance	(see	Figure	1	below).	It	does	not	provide	guidance	on	financial	reporting	of	emission	
rights	 and	 liabilities,	 and	 in	 fact	 the	 CDSB	 has	 only	 recently	 become	 interested	 in	 addressing	 this	
issue,	 perhaps	 through	 development	 of	 a	 separate	 voluntary	 reporting	 standard.18	 It	 seems,	
therefore,	 that	 even	 while	 the	 accountancy	 profession	 is	 engaged	 in	 a	 strategic	 expansion	 of	 its	








































experts	 drawn	mainly	 from	 the	 four	 elite	 global	 firms,	 and	 from	 accountancy	 professional	 bodies	
which	 had	 already	 established	 a	 climate	 change	 leadership	 role	 (see	 section	 3.2	 above).	 Like	 the	
stakeholders	on	the	CDSB	Board	and	Advisory	Committee,	they	too	have	the	shared	characteristics	of	
an	epistemic	community,	with	the	added	dimension	of	all	belonging	to	a	clearly	defined	profession.	
Our	 research	 is	 ongoing	 in	 this	 area,	 but	 preliminary	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 this	 accountancy	
community	shares	some	principled	beliefs,	such	as	a	genuine	concern	about	climate	change,	with	the	
social/environmental	 carbon	 disclosure	 community;	 but	 their	 organisation	 and	 interests	 as	 a	
profession,	 as	well	 as	 their	 financial	 interest	 in	 the	 outcome,	 sets	 them	 apart.	 Nevertheless,	 both	
communities	 have	 incentives	 to	 work	 together,	 with	 the	 social/environmental	 carbon	 disclosure	
community	being	apparently	 very	willing	 to	 invite	 the	accountants	 into	 their	domain,	 in	 return	 for	
the	benefits	of	mainstreaming	carbon	disclosure	into	corporate	financial	reporting.	In	summary,	the	
CDSB	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 classic	 boundary	 organisation,	 drawing	 its	 membership	 from	 two	 separate	
epistemic	 communities	 and	 enabling	 each	 to	 extend	 their	 influence	 on	 organisational	 carbon	
accounting.		
	
4 Conclusions 
In	this	paper	we	have	drawn	attention	to	the	politics	of	carbon	accounting:	who	defines	it,	who	
claims	to	have	competence	in	it,	and	how	such	claims	are	justified	and	reinforced.	We	have	shown	
that	multiple	communities	are	involved	in	carbon	accounting,	each	framing	it	in	their	own	discourse,	
with	their	own	standards,	techniques	and	practices.	We	then	focus	on	organisational	carbon	
accounting,	which	can	be	further	sub-divided	into	physical	(carbon	footprinting)	and	non-physical	
(monetary	and	strategic)	dimensions,	as	well	as	according	to	whether	it	is	produced	for	internal	or	
external	accounting	and	reporting	purposes,	as	summarised	in	Figure	1	above.		
	
Accountants	have	been	involved	in	setting	standards	for	physical	carbon	footprinting	since	at	least	
2001,	but	as	only	one	of	several	different	communities	active	in	this	field,	and	against	a	backdrop	of	
initial	reluctance	and	lack	of	awareness	from	rank-and-file	members	of	the	profession.	Financial	
reporting	of	emission	rights	surfaced	as	a	significant	issue	for	large	companies	in	the	run-up	to	the	
2005	start	of	the	EU	ETS,	and	highlighted	an	area	of	carbon	accounting	where	accountants	could	
indisputably	claim	competence.	This	occurred	at	roughly	the	same	time	as	a	broader	strategic	push	
by	the	accountancy	profession	into	other	forms	of	organisational	carbon	accounting,	particularly	the	
external	disclosure	and	management	interpretation	of	physical	and	strategic	carbon-related	
information.	Competence	is	also	being	claimed	in	virtually	all	aspects	of	internal	carbon	management	
accounting	(Chartered	Institute	of	Management	Accountants,	2010)	although	the	evidence	to	date	
suggests	that	accountants	are	not	yet	actively	involved	(Burritt	et	al.,	2011).		
	
The	broader	participation	of	accountants	in	carbon	accounting	has	many	positive	aspects,	and	we	
hope	to	have	shown	that	the	interaction	between	the	accountancy	profession	and	the	
social/environmental	disclosure	community	in	forming	the	Carbon	Disclosure	Standards	Board	and	
producing	the	first	Climate	Change	Reporting	Framework	has	been	productive,	and	beneficial	for	
both	sides.	However,	we	believe	that	this	initiative	should	not	go	un-scrutinised.	The	involvement	of	
accountants	and	efforts	to	align	the	Climate	Change	Reporting	Framework	with	financial	reporting	
standards	has	led	to	the	use	of	technical	terminology	and	cross-referencing	to	other	financial	
accounting	concepts	and	documents	which	may	serve	as	a	barrier	to	non-accountants,	both	in	terms	
of	those	who	would	provide	carbon	accounting	services	and	in	terms	of	the	‘lay’	user	of	such	
information.	It	is	worth	remembering	that	incorporating	carbon	accounting	information	in	company	
financial	reports	is	not	the	only	way	such	information	might	be	collated	or	presented:	there	are	many	
other	options,	including	radical	alternatives	such	as	the	‘open-access’	model	pioneered	by	the	
environmental	pressure	group	Sandbag,	which	presents	site-specific	emissions,	allocations	and	
offsets	data	derived	from	the	EU	ETS	registry	in	an	online	map-based	format.19	
	
																																								 																				
19	See	http://www.sandbag.org.uk/	(accessed	10	December	2010).	
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The	implications	of	our	findings	for	the	theories	we	have	used	here	–	epistemic	communities	and	
boundary-work	–	are	tentative;	carbon	accounting	is	a	new	field	of	enquiry	and	much	change	has	
taken	place	over	the	past	few	years,	which	will	take	time	to	evolve	towards	clearly	dominant	
standards	and	practices.	Professional	training,	expertise,	shared	language	and	practices	have	been	
critical	to	the	conception	and	subsequent	development	of	different	frames	of	carbon	accounting.	
Ideas	about	boundary-work	therefore	complement	the	broad	scope	of	framing	theory,	by	focussing	
in	more	detail	on	the	interactions	between	frames	and	the	importance	of	interdisciplinary	and	inter-
organisational	activity	in	driving	policy	change.	The	theory	of	epistemic	communities,	with	its	focus	
on	small	networks	of	elite	technical	experts	(albeit	originally	developed	from	research	with	scientists)	
has	significant	scope	to	be	extended	to	other	transnational	groups	of	non-scientists,	as	we	have	
shown	in	our	case	study	on	the	CDSB,	allowing	us	to	examine	more	precisely	who	is	involved	in	
boundary-work.	However,	theories	of	epistemic	communities	and	boundary-work	both	largely	ignore	
financial	interests:	experts	are	presumed	to	have	other	motives	for	engaging	on	an	issue	and	working	
to	bring	about	change.	Given	that	the	potential	financial	gain	to	large	accountancy	firms	in	setting	
carbon	accounting	standards	–	defining	the	space	they	wish	to	occupy	–	is	considerable,	this	is	an	
area	that	calls	for	greater	practical	scrutiny	and	related	theory	development.	
	
The	paper	makes	a	contribution	to	carbon	accounting	theory,	policy	and	practice	by	providing	an	
explanation	of	how	and	why	there	is	likely	to	be	controversy	in	defining	and	operationalising	carbon	
accounting	standards.	Carbon	accounting	encompasses	a	wide	range	of	activities,	each	with	one	or	
more	different	professional	‘homes’	and	often	overlapping	claims	to	expertise.	By	clearly	defining	
these	distinct	frames	of	carbon	accounting	and	who	is	involved	in	them,	we	hope	to	have	provided	a	
conceptual	and	practical	basis	for	these	different	communities	to	work	more	closely	together.	
Boundary	organisations	such	as	the	CDSB	can	play	a	vital	role	in	bringing	together	experts	from	
different	communities	to	facilitative	cooperative	action,	but	this	first	requires	a	mutual	recognition	of	
the	basis	for,	and	value	of,	respective	competences.	For	example,	the	perspective	of	a	‘physical’	
carbon	accounting	expert	could	potentially	highlight	and	contribute	to	the	development	of	practical	
methods	for	accounting	and	reporting	on	an	organisation’s	carbon	stocks	or	potential	emissions	
(most	standards,	including	the	GHG	Protocol	and	CDSB’s	Reporting	Framework	currently	only	cover	
carbon	flows	or	current	emissions).	A	recent	report	has	highlighted	the	importance	that	such	
information	could	have	for	valuations	in	the	oil	and	gas	sector	(Leaton,	2011)	and	similar	principles	
could	potentially	be	applied	to	companies	with	substantial	holdings	of	forest,	peatlands	or,	in	future,	
biochar	or	geologically	sequestered	carbon	dioxide.	The	perspective	of	product	carbon	footprint	
practitioners	could	be	drawn	on	to	help	provide	more	investor-relevant	information	on	product	
stewardship	and	related	liabilities.	Carbon	market	practitioners	could	work	collaboratively	with	
accountants	to	develop	guidance	on	how	to	value	and	report	on	carbon	offsets	created	under	
different	standards	with	varying	degrees	of	fungibility.	Conversely,	organisational	accountancy	
practices	and	skills	could	be	invaluable	to	‘political’	carbon	accounting	actors	currently	contemplating	
new	rules	for	monitoring,	reporting	and	verification	of	national	emissions	post-2012	(see	discussion	
in	Prag	et	al.,	2011).	We	are	not	suggesting	that	these	should	all	be	tasks	for	the	CDSB	(which	is	in	
fact	aware	of	and	considering	some	of	these	issues);	but	rather	that	any	organisation	with	an	interest	
in	progressing	carbon	accounting	may	find	it	useful	to	consider	such	perspectives	and	recognise	the	
contribution	that	experts	from	different	communities	can	bring	to	the	debate.	
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